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Prioritizing Unity and Uniformity: Ingathering of the Exiles: What makes us Jewish?
The Case of the Ethiopian “Beta Yisrael”

1. And in that day, a great ram’s horn shall be sounded; and the strayed who are in the
land of Assyria and the expelled who are in the land of Egypt shall come and worship the

LORD on the holy mount, in Jerusalem.
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2. Divrei David 5/Responsa of Rav David ben Zimra (Radbaz)
7:5 15% century Spain/Tzfat/Egypt
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You asked me to express my opinion about the person who
purchased a Habbashi slave from among those Jews who live
in Ethiopia (Kush). How should he behave towards him?
Does he go free after six years or not? And do all of the other
laws of slaves apply or not?

Answer: The only kind of Hebrew slave is one who is sold by
the court to repay what he stole or someone who sells
themself. However, a person may not sell themselves unless
they are extremely poor. Even to repay a creditor, one may
not sell oneself. One may only sell oneself if one needs food.
Therefore, the person who purchases a Habbashi slave, once
it has become clear that they are a Jew, this purchase is
nothing but the ransom of captives, not the purchase of a
slave, and the obligation was incumbent upon all of Yisrael to
redeem them so that they would not be lost among the non-
Jews. And it is a logical argument, if someone who sells
themselves to a non-Jew, Scripture says (Lev 25:49) “either
his uncle or his cousin shall redeem him” and the court
compels the relatives to redeem him, but if the relatives do
not redeem him, it is incumbent on every Jew to redeem
him, how much the more so in this case: since this individual
stepped up and redeemed them, that individual has merited
doing this great mitzvah. But the redeemed individual does
not have the status of a slave at all, and they can go free any
time that they want and they are like a laborer....

And even though there is another issue to determine,
because all of the Habbashim who live in the land of Kush
practice like Karaites, who are Sadduccees and Baytos, and
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we are not obligated to redeem them or to support them. In
any case, it seems to me that this only applies to [the
Karaites] that live among the rabbinates, and see the words
of the Sages and insult and scorn them. About these people
and those similar to them the Sages said: “We push them
down [into the pit] and do not raise them up,” and they are
the cursed family about which the Rambam of blessed
memory wrote. But those Jews who come from the land of
Cush are without doubt from the tribe of Dan, and since they
did not have sages who were masters of the tradition in their
midst, they clung to the simple meaning of the Scriptures. If
they had been taught, however, they would not be irreverent
towards the words of our sages, so their status is comparable
to a Jewish infant taken captive by non-Jews. Surely this is
the case, because Sadducees and Baytos were Second
Temple sects, and the tribe of Dan was exiled earlier. And
even if you say that the matter is in doubt, it is a
commandment to redeem them. But when it comes to
marrying them, | fear that perhaps their betrothals are
effective while their divorces are not according to rabbinic
decree, since they do not know anything about [halakhic]
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marriage and divorce.

POYN VA HHD DY
PP

3. Radbaz Respona 4:219

q99N) V1 1220 1 PYN 172719 NIV
(89

Question: There was a case of a black Ethiopian woman
called a Habbashite that was taken captive with her two
sons, and Reuven purchased her. And when she was asked
about herself, she said that she had been married and these
were her children...and that the enemy came against them
and killed all the men that were in the synagogue, and they
took the women and children captive as booty. And it
became clear that she was of Jewish seed from the tribe of
Dan who live in the mountains of Ethiopia. From that time
until now, they considered her an aguna. But during this
time, her master Reuven had relations with her and had a
son by her who has now grown, and the son wants to marry
a Jewish woman. And you have asked me if he is permitted
to join the congregation and what should be done for his
benefit.

Answer:...And even more than this, even according to her
own words she is presumed to be a married woman since it
is well known that there is constant war between the kings
of Cush, which has three kingdoms. Part of it is Ishmaeli, and
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part Aramean, each upholding their religion, and part is Jews
from the tribe of Dan. [And apparently, they are from the
sect of Sadduccees and Baytos who are called Karaites, since
they do not know the Oral Torah and they do not light
candles on Shabbat eves.] And the war between them is
unceasing and they are constantly taking captives from each
other... and so she has the presumption of a married woman.
And furthermore, there is a more general argument
regarding the Karaites as a whole. Given that they are Jews,
and their marriage is effective but their gittin are not proper
according to the Sages. And all of them are biblically
disqualified witnesses. But exploring this is very dangerous
given that a number of their families have entered our
community. So, | prefer not to expand upon this, and it is
better that they should sin accidentally. Nevertheless, |
concede that if they would all agree to adopt rabbinic ways
and to accept the traditions of our rabbis of blessed memory
to be like us, | would permit them to enter the congregation
with the agreement of the sages, may the Merciful keep
them safe and well.

And the reason this could be justified is because all of their
marriages are with disqualified witnesses. And just as she is
brought into the marriage, so too is she divorced. But there
is no need to be concerned about anyone but the first
generation, who were married with kosher witnesses.
Perhaps one of the women of that generation was divorced
after the witnesses became disqualified, and then she went
and remarried with that get so that the children would be
mamzerim. But | would not concern myself with this
concern in order to disqualify the name of this entire nation.
After all, it is a far-fetched concern. Perhaps those who
followed after Tzadok and Baytos did not marry women, and
even if they married, perhaps none of them divorced, and if
you want to say that one of them divorced his wife, maybe
he did so with kosher witnesses legally, since in that
generation they had not adopted heresy as entirely as in our
generation now that they have commentators like Anan and
his cohort that led them astray. And if you want to say that
they divorced with improper witnesses, perhaps that
woman did not remarry. And even if she did, perhaps she
did not have a child. And even if she did, perhaps the child
was a eunuch or infertile. And even if they were fertile,
perhaps they died as minors and were never of childbearing
age. And even if they did have progeny, every one of them
is able to say “I am not descendant from them” and
therefore every isolated individual is qualified to enter the
congregation. The general principle of the matter is that

since there is not a clear prohibition, if all of them would
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agree to return to us and to accept the words of the
rabbinate | would distribute the burden of the beam
together with my fellows to permit her to enter the
congregation. [And these are the words of Kaftor vePerach:
even though others were strict, this doesn’t make sense]
since many of them are constantly Judaizing, as in the case
at the end of cycle 267 that a large congregation Judaized on
a single day in Egypt at the hands of the prince Rabbenu
Avraham, may the Merciful bless him. But one who is strict
will be blessed. These were his words.

And it seems to me that “this prince Rabbenu Avraham” is
the son of the Rambam, and he did not hesitate and
accepted them.
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One who does not believe in the Oral Torah is not to be
identified with the rebellious elder spoken of in the Torah,
but is classed with the epicureans (heretics). [ ]

And once it has been publicized that they reject the Oral
Torah, we lower them but do not raise them. And they are
like all the heretics and those who say Torah is not divine,
or the informers, or the rebels. For all of these are not
considered part of Israel, and therefore they do require
witnesses or warning or trial. [ ]

This applies to an individual who rejected the Oral Torah
based on their own thoughts and conclusions, and
followed their weak mind and bold heart in order to reject
the Oral Torah, like Zadok and Baytus and all their
followers. But the children of those led astray and their
grandchildren whose parents misled them, and those who
were born amongst the Karaites and were raised with
those beliefs, they are like a child kidnapped and raised
among non-Jews in those ways. And they will not easily
holdfast to the ways of the commandments. Such a
person is as if under duress. Even though they hear
afterwards that they are Jewish and observe Jews and
their religion, they are as though under duress because
they have been raised with their mistakes. This is true of
those who have followed their parents to be straying
Karaites. Therefore it is appropriate to help them to
repent and to draw them in with pleasant words until the
return to the strength of Torah.
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5. Basamim Rosh, attributed to Rabbenu Asher Ben Yehiel,
13" Germany/Spain (selections)
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You asked about Elchanan the Karaite who accepted rabbinic
law upon himself and learned for a long time, and who is from
among the important young men who steer away from evil.
And now he wants to marry a woman with whom he is already
matched. And people are murmuring against him that there is
concern that he is a mamzer. In answer, | send you a response
by the great rabbi Rabbenu Baruch of Mainz about a case from
his time, and these are his words:

Who dares to give dark counsel towards contentiousness, to
start arguments among the children of Israel and to make them
an object of derision to separate people from their brethren....
And furthermore, there are hundreds of matters of this sort
about which the rabbinic sages of these lands disagree among
themselves and behave one way while others behave another
way. Including in matters in which one thinks a woman is
married and another thinks she is available.

And in the beginning of Yevamot [where they also had a
disagreement of such gravity] we ask, did Bet Shammai practice
according to his opinion or not [in matters in which Bet Hillel
would consider them mamzerim]. And the one who says that
they did practice claims that they would notify one another [so
that Bet Hillel would not mistakenly marry them]. And the
Talmud seems to conclude that they do follow their opinion in
practice, and that seems to be the primary conclusion. But now,
even to notify one another is impossible, given that we are
scattered from one end of the earth to the other.

And furthermore, if we would notify about even disagreement
that arose among the sages, people would be separated from
their brethren and the land would wail, each family by itself
(Zech. 12:12), and there would, G-d forbid, be a stumbling block
for the entire people of Israel.

And every day, by way of travelers from other countries, we
become aware of matters that are obvious and accepted to us,
but among them the opposite is the case. Sometimes there are
disagreements about the language of the Talmud, and other
times disagreements about logic. Rather, we follow the Torah
that we have received. Blessed is the One who guided us in the
true way and placed our lot within it.

But what shall be done? Afterall, these people are now
mistaken and practicing according to our Torah as received by
them from their ancestors.

And as long as they do not reject any matter which is explicit in
the Torah, behold it is like everything that the Sages derive
about which many disagreements have fallen. And G-d forbid
to be concerned. And it seems to me that the sages established

similar principles distinguishing between explicit Scripture and
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that derived by the Sages with respect to the capital case which
was mistakenly acquitted—as long as the court did not make a
mistake with respect to something about which the Sadduccees
acknowledge, that opinion is considered legitimate enough to
not reverse the judgement. And if it was prohibited to marry
with them by law, how is it possible that the Sages of Israel did
not notify us in the Talmud?....

And this is not comparable to the law of the “issa widow” [who
is questionably allowed to marry a kohen] and similar cases that
they were concerned about minorities and double doubts,
because those cases are only happenstance and individuals, but
do not uproot an entire nation from taking shelter under the
wings of the Shekhina. And if anything, we should be worried
about converts who are as difficult to Israel as a sore on the
skin. And [since we accept these] it is only logical that we
should not push a rock on top of those who are falling from the
community of Israel, large communities of great mass, that give
their heart to fulfilling the Torah, and suffer the subjugation of
exile, and are killed in order to sanctify G-d’s name and fulfill
mitzvot, and are still sustained by the outstretched arm of the
Shepard that saves them, and are with us. Rather here, how
can we say to a community as large as those who left Egypt in
the exodus to distance themselves from us because we need to
check that there is no concern of mamzerut. As long as you are
checking after the Sadduccees, go and check after us because
of the periods of Jerubam, Ahaz, Menasheh, and Amon and all
of the wicked kings, since during this time most of Israel
certainly did not practice according to the tradition we received
in Sinai.

And even if a doubtful mamzer was prohibited by the Torah,
even a complete Torah prohibition, it would be appropriate to
uproot it in order to sanctify and not desecrate G-d’s name
publicly. As there is no greater desecration of G-d’s name then
when they say about them: This is the nation of G-d! [Ezek.
36:20] and yet they are two sects, and two species of Israel,
they have spent such a long time in exile, and each of them
hates their fellow, and they refuse to marry one another. And
all of this [would be true] if this matter was prohibited legally.
It would have been correct for the sages of Israel not to push
away such a large community of Israel with two hands. And
they already said that one does not decree the destruction of
an idolatrous city unless it is between ten and one hundred
[residents]. However, | have already written that there is no
prohibition....

And the great rabbi of blessed memory wrote at length to
permit, and his words are built
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6. Rav Ovadiah Yosef, Yabia Omer 8: EH 12, 1920-2013,
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Chief Sefardi rabbi 1973-1983 (selections) 2o
With respect to the Karaites, may they enter the | DVNNY IWAX DX DXNIPN Y2
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congregation of Hashem?

5. Based on what has been said, we can make a double
doubt, perhaps halakha is like Maharash HalLevi and the
Radbaz and Maharikash and Mabit and Maharshakh that
the Karaites are disqualified witnesses, and their
marriages are completely ineffectual, and thus their
wives don’t need a get, and there is no concern of
mamzerut at all. Alternatively, if you say that the halakha
is like Rav Gavison and his school of thought that they are
qualified witnesses, and their marriages are legal,
perhaps this individual before us had no divorce on either
side of his family, and even if they did, perhaps they
married with a legal get.
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And behold after the Radbaz brings the Rambam [about
being captive infants], he wrote that in these days the
Karaites in Egypt have none of the good qualities
mentioned by the Rambam, and they distance
themselves from the rabbinate sages, and escape from
them as if running from a snake. Quite the contrary, they
insult the Divine servants, and become worse every day
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10. And | saw that which is written in Besamim Rosh, who
brought a responsa attributed to Rabbenu Baruch of
Mainz...
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And even though it is well known that many of the great
minds of Israel protested “Besamim Rosh” and said that
it is only the work of Rav Shaul Berlin....However, even
though we only learn from the Besamim Rosh based on
what is said in it and not because of who said it, as our
deceased friend Rav Zevin, ztz”| and others, nevertheless,
the good we accept from it. See there. And the good
words in it we learn, and behold in this case very sensible
things that ought to be heeded were said in it.

And what Rabbenu Baruch wrote in the responsa
attributed to him, that the name of G-d is desecrated in
the eyes of the non-Jews when we distance and disqualify
a community that suffers with us in exile, etc. These
words have even greater force in our days. After all, it is
known that some of the Karaites and their heads toiled
with all their strength on behalf of the State of Israel,
even when they were in exile, and some of them were
given over to the Egyptian authorities and executed for
giving themselves over for the sake of Israel, and even

when they came to the Land of Israel, they draft to Israeli
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army, and protect us with all of their strength from the
hands of the evil terrorists, enemies of Israel, who are
seeking war every day, | am peace; but when | speak they
are for war. (Psalms 120:7) What will the non-observant
who do not keep Torah and Mitzvot say about us when
they see us distancing those who sacrifice their lives for
Israel, and we separate them from the seed of Israel. This
cannot be done. Therefore, it is appropriate to establish
law based on justice, truth and peace, just as Rabbenu
Baruch wrote about this. Once a family has been
absorbed, it is absorbed.
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What emerges from all that is said is that there is plenty
of room to bring the Karaites close, once they have
accepted rabbinic practice. And it is correct to send them
first to a G-d fearing Talmid Hakham to learn the primary
halakhot of the foundations of Judaism, such as Shabbat
and holidays, especially Pesach and Kippur, and so too
kashrut and family purity, both members of the couple,
so that they “make known to them the way that they are
to go and the practices that they are to follow.” (Exodus
18:20) Similarly, the young man should be sent to a
nearby synagogue of ours, so that he can be accustomed
to our prayers and grow strong in Torah and fear of
Heaven. Only afterwards, he should be allowed to marry
a Jewish woman having accepted the ways of the rabbis.
And may the Blessed One light up our eyes with the Holy

Torah, Amen.
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7. Rav Ovadiah Yosef, Yabiah Omer EE 8:11
On the subject of Ethiopian Olim (falashim) 1985

On the topic of Ethiopian olim, the Falashas, it is known
what the Radbaz (Rabbi David ben Solomon ibn (Abi)
Zimra 1479-1573, Egypt, Fez, Palestine) that all the
Chabashim that come from Ethiopia are from the tribe
of Dan without a doubt. And because there were not
sages who knew the oral tradition at that time, they
interpreted according to the simple reading of the text,
but if one would teach them they would not be heretics
like the Karaites who are the Sadduccees and Baytusim.
Therefore, they are to be treated as children who were
kidnapped by non-Jews, and it is a mitzvah to redeem
them and sustain them. These are the words of the
Radbaz.

And you know that the Falashim Jews are Jews with
respect to every matter, and they do not require
immersion to join the community of Israel. And you
should not be concerned that perhaps non-Jews were
mixed among them, as great is the established
presumption. And | already expressed my opinion in
1973 in a public letter that that Falashim are Jews for
all matters, relying on the Radbaz and the Maharikash
mentioned above.
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And therefore, | came to the conclusion that the
Falashas are descendants of a tribe of Israel that went
south to Ethiopia, and there is no doubt that the sages
mentioned above who established that they were from
the tribe of Dan. They researched and concluded based
on fully reliable testimony, and tradition from their
rabbis. And now that the Falashas have turned to me
seeking to join with our brethren of the house of Israel
in the spirit of Torah and Halakha, Oral and Written
Torah, without any hesitation, and to fulfill the Holy
Torah and commandments according to the Sages by
whose word we live, | said to myself, this is not a time
to hesitate. We are obligated to save them from
assimilation and to rush their aliyah to the Land, and to
educate them in our Holy Torah, and to include them in
the building of our Holy Land, and “the sons will return
to their borders.” And in light of this, | turned to the
Jewish Agency and all Israeli and diaspora organizations
to do everything in order to bring them to Israel without
leaving anyone behind. And to educate them in
religious schools. And this ruling paved the way for
their recognition under the law of return.
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And who dares (Esther 7:5) to come out against an | T2 INND D31V XD O3 ON) 1Y N0 ON
entire community to disqualify them and place a | 2)2 0N VN DYDY NIV NTY
blemish in the sanctified?! The presumption [that they NPINNNTIMINY ,DVTPI
are Jewish] is of great weight.
And from this it is concluded that one should not be | N2*2T NN RN NIPWD N2
concerned about a disqualification from marrying | /2*2VIIND NTYA NIPN Y1D9D WK
Ethiopians, and they are permitted to enter the g;\;)xfb;’:s;:p Z{:g?n;{u;’g;n_:g;
communlty of Israel without any converspn even out RO TINDD) PN ININDY NI
of stringency. And may G-d save us from mistakes and R PPN NIRND DY
enlighten our eyes with Torah.

What are the apparent legal weaknesses in Rav Ovadiah’s response?
What motivates him?

8. Selections from Rav Sharon Shalom From Sinai to Ethiopia
Hebrew 2012 English 2016

Ethiopian Jewry and Talmudic Law The Model of the Jerusalem Talmud

Since the early days of the Ethiopian aliyah, the topic of religious tension between Orthodoxy and
Ethiopian Jewry has been painful and loaded. Since then, the community’s spiritual leaders have
felt unable to express their opinion on halakhah and tradition. The tension still exists today as well,
and it seems that as time goes on, the anger and conflict increase. On the other hand, we also find
understanding and rapprochement between the two worlds. One year when Yom Kippur fell on
Shabbat, the kesim ruled that members of the community should make Kiddush and even take a
small bite to eat, in honor of the sanctity of the Shabbat. In doing so, they attempted to compromise
between two conflicting halakhot. On one hand, the Beta Israel work the Tataza Sanvet (Laws of
Shabbat), which is based on the book of Jubilees, specifies that any individual who fasts on Shabbat
is liable for the death penalty; on the other, one who eats on Yom Kippur is liable for karet (untimely
death or eternal excommunication). Yet the local religious council was quick to accuse the kesim:
“Your acts are leading the public to sin,” “This ruling is an act of heresy.” | will give another example
of tensions surrounding halakhah. In Ethiopian culture, it is acceptable for men and women to
exchange greetings by shaking hands or kissing the cheek. Many parents have difficulty adjusting to
the fact that their male children who have become religious no longer greet women in these ways,
even within the family. The parents scorn this practice and consider those who follow it to be
uncultured. Many parents do not understand it, not only because it is opposed to their cultural
world, but also because it does not follow the spirit of the Torah, whose “ways are ways of
pleasantness, and all her paths are peace” (Proverbs 3: 17). But in my opinion, the most shocking
issue is the debate about giving money for charity during the prayer services on Shabbat. According
to Ethiopian tradition, during the morning services on Shabbat, the congregants place bills and coins
on the synagogue platform. This is the custom practiced today in a synagogue in Kiryat Gat.
According to the kes of the synagogue, Kes Barhan, this practice is based on the principle of not
coming to the synagogue empty-handed — “every man shall give as he is able” (Deuteronomy 16:
17). Yet this practice has led to complaints, anger, and degradation of the kesim. | have heard people
say, “They’re goyim,” “It’s like eating pork,” “I'm embarrassed to pray there,” “They are defiling the
sanctity of Shabbat,” and other harsh criticisms. What will lead to a change in the attitude of the
rabbinic establishment toward the Ethiopian community and its leaders? What will lead to an
attitude of respect toward their customs and leaders?
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Shalom, Rabbi Dr. Sharon . From Sinai to Ethiopia (Kindle Locations 1396-1408). Gefen publishing
house LTD. Kindle Edition.

Can the Ethiopian Jews Continue Their Customs?

As Rabbi Yitzhak bar Sheshet decreed, “Every law accepted by the community obligates them and
their descendants.” 119 In other words, when a community accepts a law, this is comparable to a
communal vow that cannot be annulled. In this manner, Ashkenazic Jews have accepted the
leadership of the Rema, while Sephardic Jews have accepted the teachings of the Beit Yosef. The
acceptance of the law of these authorities applies to them and their descendants, and cannot be
exchanged. But when a Jew from one community goes to another community, how should he
behave? This question arose when Ashkenazic Jews came to Eretz Yisrael, where they encountered
Sephardic communities that had lived there for many years. Rabbi Avraham ben Yehiel Michael
Danzig wrote, “Regarding those who come to Eretz Yisrael, | think that if they settle in a city that
has a minyan, even though the newcomers are numerous, they should follow one law. They must
follow the stringencies of their new location. The stringencies that they followed in their home
location are no longer valid.” 120 There are many points of friction between the customs of the
Ethiopian community and the Talmudic-rabbinic world. This book attempts to carve a path through
the thicket of halakhic sources, sometimes relying on an individual opinion, which will lead to
acceptance of the Beta Israel as a legitimate, normative stream within the Jewish people.
Acceptance of the community is a sign that there are poskim who accept the strength of the Jewish
people, and are thus willing to open the door to this community, not as an act of sympathy but
through recognition of their right.

Shalom, Rabbi Dr. Sharon . From Sinai to Ethiopia (Kindle Locations 1525-1567). Gefen publishing
house LTD. Kindle Edition.
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9. The Journey to the Land of Israel
Words: Chaim Idissis
Music: Shlomo Gronich
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The moon is watching from above

On my back is a light bag of food

The desert beneath me has no end ahead
And my mother promises my little brothers

"A little more, a little more
lift up your legs, a last push
towards Jerusalem"

The moonlight stood fast

Our bag of food was lost.

The endless desert

Cries of jackals

And my mother comforts my little brothers

"A little bit more, a little more
soon we'll be redeemed

we won't stop going

to the land of Israel"

And at night bandits attacked

With a knife and a sharp sword

In the desert, the blood of my mother

The moon is my witness and | promise my
brothers

"A little bit more, a little more
The dream will be fulfilled
Soon we will arrive in the land of Israel."

In the moon the image of my mother looks at
me

Mother doesn't disappear

If only she were by my side

she would be able to convince them

that | am a Jew.
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